I PROFILEOFASeRJALAASOMST: 
TH^ JOHN ORR FEDERAL INVESTIGATIOK 


During the course of a career in the field of fire iavesijgafiftu virtonlly every Inv'euigaior 
has one case that ffrirvif alone as being pailicalarJy unufue or sign! ficant Over the past 
20 yean, 'frhile asstgnfd as an Investigator Ibr the Los Angeles City Tire Department 
Ajwn Investigation S^icn, 1 have been involved in virtually overy t^>e of invesligution 
imagloable. Including |a fe* csms tliai defy description. 

However, the iiDgularjiDvestigstioa Ihai has had the most profound impact on me 
personally asd profit »nally began in (be Spnugof 1991 while 1 was assigned to work 
with the Bureau of A iwhol > Tobacco and Fire a nn s Los Angeles Arson Task Force. 


This case would soon 
arsonist in CaUfbmia 
the suspect was one o 
Department. Glendalej 


develop into a hunt for the most proliHc vtd devasutiag serial 
pUie history. Ii abo became personal when It was discovered that 
our own. Captain loho Ott» Fire Invesligato: ibr the Glendale Fire 
Califomia. 


Afler John Orr was id^tifled as the suspect in iho ongoing fedeni iovesilgaiion, 

Los Angeles Couniy ^epaty Distrki Attorney Michael Cabral formod (he Di strict 
A((omiy*s Arson Tas| Force lo lo^ into af^Licablc Sutc penal code violations 
committed by John 0^. 

» 

The following is a syif^psls of the John Oir federal investigation. My partners and 
co*1ead Investigators dn this case were ATP Special Agent Michael Matassa and Special 
Agent April C«roll ! 

On March 27.1991, l^vesiigaton from the Los Angeles Couniy Sheriffs Department 
contacted the Los Ait] elcs Arson Task Force and requested assistance at the scene of a 
commercial structure tre in Lawndale, CaLibixua. ATF Special Agent Ken Croke and L 
LAFD Araoc Investig lor den Lucera responded to the location. 

While on scene, we mformed of several other struclure fires that had occurred on 

this same day in cotnrherciaJ occupandes. Further investigation revealed that a series of 
five s^urate anon firH bad occurred lo commercial businesses m relativdy close 
geographical proninu^ to each other. 

The Los Angeles Axs4n Task Force looked irrto each of the fires and drimnined that they 
had occurred chroiiol(|gicalIy be^mnng ui Lawndale, Cati^xnia. then proceeding 
through Redando Beath^ and eonctudlng with rwo Gres In Inglewood, California The 
fires resulted m a total dollar loss m excess of $700,000. 
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Arson Task Foroo iavieatigaion ddcmuned Ihdt ihc fires were set by b person employing 
t lim^delav iDcendia^ device. Furthetnore. ell of Ibe lirca had been sci in sunilar* 
easily ignitsble ixiBtcrjaJs duriag peak bus i n es s hours. 

Investigators recover^ an miact incendiary time^lay device from Stais Roni Supply 
in Redondo Beacb, C Jtfonua. The device coosisted of paper notches secured to a 
dgsreUe by raeaitf ol a mbberband and placed iedde a sheet of folded, yellow notebook 
paper. The device su^essfoUy ignited, bn wai discovered before it spread to the 
adfaceni combustible {producis. 

investigators determi ted that the sane person was responsible for setting each efthe 
fires. Tliis decetratna ion was based on a number of focton, including the geographical 
proximity of the ^es as (hey related to the chronological sequence, (he time of day. types 
of occupancies, fkn i^erisls ignited, and the singularly unique type of inceruliary time- 
delay devica used to fiart (he Ere. 

Due to the aerioui hfb*^thre8i potential created by this particular serial arsonist, a meeting 
was immediately contp^ened between the Los Angeles City Fire D^aitmenl and the 
Bureau of Alcohol, ibbacce and Fcreanna. It was deddod that ndditional Investigatois 
from each of these aggies would be deuiled to the Loa Angeles Arson Task Fores to 
assist in this case. 

One ATF Agent |nd pDC LAfD Arson fnvestigatoc was selected to be the lead 
iDvestigaiorS for thiafase. A series of woriung meeting began in which Investigators 
from other fire and I4w eaforcemoK agencies were invited to attend and participate. 

As a result of the meetings, a law enforcement bulletin describing the deiaila ofow fires 
was issued to agenda foroughout tbe Stale of Celifbnia. Addttioneily. iofetmAtion 
flyers were mado ww then hand carried by Atbot Task Force Investigators members lo 
virtually every fire dfcpannent is Southern California. Infonnaxion was also 
disseminated at various meetings of local fire bvestigaion. 

As a resuK of this concerted effort, lovesiigatora began receiving infbtmatioa of similar 
fires dial had ocour^ throughout the State. Some o f the fires dated as far back as 198 7. 
A check of foe LAF^ records, goii^ back only as for as December 10,1990, revealed 13 
additional comraercfol stnACiure fires that closdy matched the modus operandj of those 
set by the Southbay ^oial Aisonist. The fires resulted in more than $15,000,000 jn total 
dollar loss. 
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On April 1,1991, bvcjstigaion received mtonnafion indicfthn|$ a possible connection of 
(he Los Angeles fires ifo s scries o f ftres ttui occumd i& (te Fresno. Tulare. and 
Bakersfield areas of dfc Central Valley of CsLifonus in early 1987, 

On April 3.1991. LoslAngdes Arson Task Foiee Unvestigaiors reedved infomiation 
from the Atascadero ajid Motto Bay Pohee Depafiments regarding a series of Hres that 
occurred in March of i999. along tb< Central California coast. 

Ail oftbe fires, in bodi the Central Valley in 1987 and the Central Coast area in 19S9. 
were set in corrunerci^ occupanoes daring peak besinese tutors m easily ignitable 
materials. Local Lnvesiigaiots in each of the series of fires recovered an intact, inceodivy 
diM'delay device ideriiical to the one recoveed in Redondo Beach. California 

Arson Task Force knvdilgaiors were dispatched to Bakers field uid Atascadero. 
California lo reirtlsrvi|ew all witnesses and obtain all reports and physical evidence. 

I 

A review of the palictf and fire reports from ihe Central Valley area revealed that a series 
of seven stniciUTa£re| had occurred tocooifiMrcial occupancies in a four-day period 
from January 13-14.1987. Each of the fires occurred during business Hours in readily 
ignitable malerials an^ were determined by Investigator* (o have been set with mceodiary 
Qine>delay devices. Ipe fires resulted in a combined strucrure and content loss in excess 
of $700,000. 

The fiiat three fires orinsred in Fresno. CaJifomiA At one of the fires, which occuired at 
the House of Fabrics, ihe remains of an mcendiaty tima^ay device were recovered. 

Hie next two fires sve|e $ei in ite Oty oTTul^ California. Investigaurs recovered the 
remains of another incendiary time-dday device from the Bai^n Center Fire. 

The last two fires in Uiis series occurred in Bakers fickL California, on Jaruisry 16. 1987, 

ysis 
(CU). 

All of the C entrai V alfey fires were siartcd is the same tnanoer. w idun drivbg time of 
each other, with cfoscl freeway on/off access and enroule from Fresno towards the 
Los Angeles area, ujeal Invesiigatocs, at the time, voiced concern iHat the fires 
coindded precise^ with the January CaHfitmia Coofereoce of Arson Investigaiors 
(CCAi) seminal that bemg bdd in Fresno. Califrinna. 


The remains of sa inchndi ary time-delay device was recovered from Crafrmart 
Inveadgotors recover^ a fingeipriiu from this device md submitied it for anal 
through the State Dcppntent of Justice <DOJ) California Idertific^on bdea 
However, they wse ilioble to match the priirt to »y individual. 
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hbd 


A review of tbe polic^ 
of $ix $truaure fires 
Each of the fires occui 
resulted in a cornMnea 


and fire reports from ibe Centni Coast area revealed thai a senes 
occurred lo cornm erci Al occupancies from March 3-9,1989. 
{red during business boufs in readily iguiable siatenals and 
structure and conlent k>as of i^proxrmaCely S 1,000.000. 


The Cities of Morrow 
City of Atascadero su 
an incendiary Qme*de 
California Thii dievi' 
Redondo Beach. Cali 
fires, were concerned 
Seminar at the Asitoni 


[Bay. Salinas, and San Luis Ob^x> each sustained one fire and the 
{tained three separate fires in succession. Investigators recovered 
ay device fiora Pacific Home tmprovemem in Atascadero, 
was idenocal to ibe devices recovered in Balrersficld and 
dmia Local InvesCigaiOfS, being aware of fite 1987 Central Valley 
pecause iheh fires coiocid^ with the Symposium IV Arson 
lar Conference grouDds, Pacific Orove. California. 


d< 


As a result of this concern, Investigaiora obramed a list of the attendees to both the 1989 
Symposium IV Samirjsr and the 1987 CCAI Seminar and cross matched them. A lia of 
len names were IdDntifled as having attended both of the secnir>ars. 

rhe Aagerphjits ontM ten members of the fire aeivice were compared with the latent 
print recovered oftofihe tnceadiary lime-delay device recovered from the Crafitnan fire 
in Bakenfieid. Ca|ifo|ni a, on Janeary 16, 1987. The results of the comparison were 
negative. 

In April of 1991. Aiec^ Task Force InvesligalOTs recovered ihe latent print fiom the 19S7 
Crafiman fire io BakcMeld and suboutled it b> the Loe Angeles County SberifFs 
Departmem. Laieal P irt Section, for processing ihnnigh DOJ. This was done, and Ibe 
results were again ne) alive. 

The latent fingerptinl oeperts at the Sheriffs Laboraiory observed that (hey had been 
provided with a negat ve for the fingerpriDl, which they attempted to enlarge and 
enhance. This ptoced ue envied them to locate several additional points of 
identificatioo. Afier (jiis process, Ihe experts resubmitted the enhanced fis^erprini 
through DOI. 

On April 16.1991, A^on Task Force Investigators were notified that DOJ had made a 
confirmed identifipatiM on the lareoi prim. THe print waa ideatified as belonging ^ John 
Leonard Orr, date of l|irth, ApnJ 26> 1949. John Orr was well known to many members 
of the Los Afigelea Alson Task Force aa the C^lain of foe Gloidale Fire Department 
Arson Unit, ! 
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During this period‘6ftjine, Arson Tetic Force Investigators obtained the retnains of 
another iucendiaiy tintdday device which had beoi recovered from a fire that occurred 
on December 14,1990. at the Builder's Empmum in Los Angeles. Calironiia. 

On April 22 J 99li tht Arson Ta^ Foree received iafoimaiion ihai an Arson 
[nve&tigaiot's ORiber Bafety Course was being oiTered in San Ui\s Obispo. California, 
from April 29, iWl, tb May J, 1991. U was Iwther deternined that John Orr was going 
loaQend. 

Oo April 26,1991, Aftoa Twk Force Investigaiors initiated a 2A«hour surveillance of 
John Off. On April 2i. 1991, John Orr departed for a wedt-long conference in San Luis 
Obispo. Califemii Tpik Force membere employed the use of a iracJcmg device attached 
CO John Orr'I vehiple, iilong with numerous ground units for This surveillance. 
Additionally, an [5^ Areon Invesiigaiof was enrolled in the course to moniier John Ort 
during class. 

On April 30.199!;. friyesugaiOTs ohseived John Orr, who isanon-eraoker, purchase two 
packs of cigarettes* Qa May 3.1991, John Off completed his sominar and drove into 
downtowD San Lifts dbispo. While there, be discovered the antenna for the tracking 
device. He then to the Sea Luis Obl^m Police Depa/vneni where Uioy directed 
John Orr to (he pdhco explosive ordinance cange. 

Arsoo Task Fcrcei tnvjsstigalon immediaicly won to the police dq>aroneni and informed 
the Watch Conunjudji of (he ongoing investigation. The Watch Commindcr then celled 
the gOD Rtf gemtoter» who md with John Orr. and anerepted to ctmviiicc him (hat (he 
tr«kmg unit was acntelly a hoax device placed on his vehicle by one o f the other 
students from dieOmcwSatoy Comae. JUnge petfnnel removed the tracking device 
from John Orr's whiffle prior lo bis leaving the fociliiy. 

The following iDomiilg. John Off checked his vehicle for devices, but he did not se^ 
overly cautious irtr ijpttred lobeawarcof Ibcsurvrillaftce. The ffirveillance terminated 
00 May 5,1991, dpod John Oir's arrival at his msideoce. 

I 

On May 31,199l„aiBeeringwa5held with representatives of the Los Angeles Arson 
Task force, the Uhitejl States Attorney’s Office, aid Oflicces with foe Glendale Police 
Department IntertBl AiTairs Unit. The represeiiwivcs from Glendale were briefed on ihc 
ijivcstigati» andiootjfied of the name of ibe su qieoi 
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On June 12^ 1991^ Ai^oc Task Force Investigaion met witb the Fuc Maisba) froni the 
Gleodale Fire Deparoneni and established a direct luiscn that was to last for the duration 
of the fnveBtigatinL k meeiiog that the nisienco of a mamiscnpt wrinen by 

John Ocr was first; mehtioned by the Glendale Fire Marshal 

The Gendale Firq IMtlfsbaJ staled that John Orr given him a copy of the manuscript 


to read, as to liability. 


side of John Oir, aiv 


because the Glendale Fne Depanraent was meniioned ia it several 


times. He fiinhei bdlcated that, after reading the novel, he saw a corapleSely difTerent 




negauveone. 


He staled (hat the is about a serial arsonist, and he daschbed the (one of (he book as 
being very **dark khd Mutty." Additionally, he said (hat John Orr redly detailed wha( 
went on in (be miii|d olfan araoniii. and he fouod Ihc manuachpi lo be bizarre and a li(Ue 
'‘oft** iovestigatdn roasted (be Chief to ob(ain a copy of ihe mamtschpt if he bad (he 
oppoccuniry. | 

I 

A photo lineup of Johh Orr was developed, and teams were dispaiched to show (be lineup 
to witnesses invob^lm the in the Los Angeles. Fresno. W Atascadero areas. 

I 

bvestigatora leaned jhai John On was gomg to aneod the CCAI seminar m 
Frssno, Cali fonuti sejteduled to begin on J iily 31.1991. A simveillastce operational plan 
was esiabKshed. A^Mlbcmally. (wo Arson Task Force Investigators were enrolled in the 
conference (o ntaif|(ai^ a watch during the senmor. 

On July 30.1991; lo^ Orr dsparled Lot Angeles ovoute to the CCAI semmar in f resoo, 
Califb^a. The feklo* nng day, during a presentaSion on Juvenile Firesetters, Ihe inside 
surveillBnce leamjlep irted (htf (hey loA visual contact with Orr. They reported this at 
approximately 2:4fl p ni. At 3i03 p.m. a rubbish foe broke out approximatiely 30 to 70 
yuiis away from 4he^ John Orr was last observed. The ftre was determined to be 
suspicious in ohglD. 


The surveillance was 
for Los Angeles, Johd 


Iterminated upon John Oir's retun to Los Angeles. Pnor lo leaving 
Oir was observed seardung his vehicle fot a mckmg device. 


By now. the Los Ang des Arson Task Fotce had recovered a loUl of s» incendiary (irne- 
delay devices. Ahaly sis of (he devices by the ATF LabcKStory revealed that they were all 
similar in design nd composition. 


Tn August of 1991, The Arson Task Force obtained a copy of a videot^ from (he 
Glendale Fire Defnaitjnefil. This tape consisied of fire footage takes by John Orr of two 
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commefcUl «ructah in progpcw. Boiinrflhese Ores roiiched ibe M.O. of the serial 
arsonist and were OtJts|de the dty liraiu of Glendale. Sobn On* was on doty when he 
filmed the fnvs. . ; 

During this period [♦ f time, mimerooa Grand Jufyaut^ocaas #e« ecrved in the 
Los Angeles. Freafto, mui Aiascaden) areas for various hotel records, tolls, and 
bank records related ujjohn Orr, A4ditioDally, wtocsaes were identified that conld place 
foho Orr in four besin^acs prior to dtdr 6res. 

t 

A search orj<^ Or'i personnel file at ibe Glenlale Pare Oepamnem revealed chat he 
was on duty and u^bfe to veri ly his location wUn each o f the Loa Angeles area fires 
ware set. 

I 

» 

In October of 1991»a federal G rand Jury is Los Angeles. Cali&mi a indicted John On 
for violaUon of ei^t ^unts of Title 18 Uniied States Code. Secrion 844 (!) (Anon) 
Included in this injlicanetu were (be People's Deparonent Store and Builder's Emporium, 
located in Los An|ple(. California. 

On Novemhff 22» I9sjl, Investigators obtained a copy of a manuscript written by John 
OfT dtled. '‘Points {Wgin.” Tbe story is a •‘fictiooal’* account of a loa Angeles 
Firefighier who is ( s^al araoniM. The arsonist uses incendiary time-delay devices lo set 
commercial busioe^ on Tire. The arsonist also set fires is Fresno, Tulare, and 
Bakersfield. Calife^ik while traveling to and from the CCAl aeminar in Fresno, 
California , 

On December 3, Investigaiofs obtained a Federal Arrest Watrant for John Orr for 
violations of Fedcitf jsoo Statutes. Or Deeembcr 4,1991. Investigators from the 
Im Angeles City ^irt Depaitmem, Bureau of AJeohoL Tobacco and Fiieanns. 

Los Angeles PoUd^ D ipartmenl. and the Loa Acj^elee Couiuy Sheriffs Department, 
arrested )<^ Orr gt h s residence without incident and placed ham in Federal custody. 


On January 9,199?, a 
violaricn of five 

result of various 
the five counts of4rs4 
result, a trial was do 
Court 00 three coimid 




Federal Granl Jury m Fresno, Califomin. indicted John Orr for 
of Title 18 UniMd Slates Code. Section 844 (T) (Arson). As & 
«s beiag processed io Los Angeles.;(was decided to proceed on 
_ jn in the Eastern Judicial IXstrict of Caiifomii fFreaoo). As a 
ifijhjcid, aod on July 31.1992. John Orr was convicted in Federal 
Df arson. 


On November 2, l^i (be United States Cowt for Ibe Eastern Judicial District of 
Califonvia seoicncW John Orr to ten years in Fed«l twiaon for each of iSe three counts. 






consecutive, for aitoT^S of 30 yean. Adriitinnalty, John Or was ordered to pay S225,971 
to resdtulion. ' 


On March 24,199?, Jjohn Orr was scheduled lo b^tc trial in (he Cenirai Judicial District 
of California {Loa lAn^les). On the first day of trial, John Otr eDiered a ^iliy plea to 
three counts of thel eiw caont indictnieDt. John Ocr's admisaioo of came after a 
lengthy plea agreetne it was signed by the Ucitod Stales Attorney's Office, the defendant 
(On), and his defebs^ coumd. U.S. District Court Judge Edward Rafeedie accepted John 
Orr's change of plha tod scheduled seaieacing for May 12,1993. 

I 

John Orr pled guil^ tp counts ooe. three, and five of the indictraeoC Count one charges 
the atienipted the bttehipted arson of Pacific Home Improvonent Center, Atascadero. 
California, on Maijch I9$9. Count three charges the arsoo ofCoast to Coast hardware, 
AUscadera, Catifomik Match 9.19S9. John Orr committed these arson crimes afier 
anending the Synipo4uni IV Arson Seounir in Pacific Grove. California. John Orr 
fiinher pled guihyito bount five, which charged the attempted arson of Builders 
Bmponura, la Lo4‘Ai|gdee.CaKfomia. 

I 

John Orr tonLitted[in federal Court that he entered each of these locations with an 
incendiary tineniqla) device and lhat ii waa his intentiofl to destroy the property and 
Structure by meaid of|flre. 

I 

On May 12. (993,;U.k. District Court Judge Bdwird Rafeedie imposed the following 
sentence and con4tk^ of sentence qxn John Orr for his guilty plea to arson: 

1 96 moatfas impns euneru on each count, to be served coneurrcDtly to each other. This 
sentence to be her 'ed concurreotly wiib (be sentence previously imposed on 

John Orr in tW E^siero Judicial District. 

2. The term of infprijsoQmeot is to be followed by (brte years supervised release on each 
count (concttiTtsu y) aod to melude extensive psychiairic treatmem. 

3. Judge Rafeedif io iposed a SI 50 assessment foe, however, no restiuitlon was ordered 
based onJohnOri's current financial status. 

John Orr was senfonc^ Io die Tenninal Island Federal Correctional Insdiute. in 
San Pedio, Califodm^ pending the beguming of his trial id State Court 


I 




